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Disrupting the Female ‘Overflow’: Marriage Migration, Affects, and 
Embodied Knowledge 
  
Since the 1980s, commercialized transnational marriage migration have 
soared in numbers. ASEAN women from Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, 
Indonesia, and the Philippines have taken marriage as a migratory route to 
newly emergent Asian financial centres. Japan, Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and 
Singapore are among the popular destinations (Bélanger et al.; Burgess; Chuang 
et al.; Im et al.; H.-S. Kim; M. Kim; Shu et al.; Tang and Wang; Yeoh et al. “The 
Place”; Yeoh et al. “Between”). The rise of commercialized marriage migration in 
Taiwan correlates with the island’s increasing trade relations with ASEAN and its 
rising status as a financial sub-empire within the global capitalist economy. 
Currently, there are an estimated 400,000 marriage migrants in Taiwan, with 
31.3% originating from ASEAN (Neizhengbu Tongjichu). 
 
The directional flow of marriage migration reflects the uneven 
geo-political and economic terrains of Asia, which, like other regions, has been 
reconfigured by the global capitalist economy into core, semi-peripheral, and 
peripheral states (Hsia “Internationalization” 191). In this context, 
commercialized transnational marriage migration functions as a coping 
mechanism for the subaltern class. It allows blue-collar working males in core 
and semi-peripheral states to find wives and continue the family lineage. On the 
other hand, it provides women from semi-peripheral and peripheral states the 
prospect of upward social mobility and improved living conditions (Hsia 
“Transnational” 58–9; “Internationalization ” 199).  
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In a commercialized transnational marriage, the processes of marriage, 
migration, and motherhood are pragmatically compressed into an extremely 
short time span for economic reasons. Subsequently, such a union is often 
perceived and experienced as a transaction, leading to the commodification of 
marriage migrants’ bodies (Shu et al. 3). By the patriarchal values of both home 
and host countries, ASEAN marriage migrants are frequently regarded as 
servant-wife conglomerates, who are purchased/wedded to perform local 
productive and reproductive tasks (Liang 339). Their bodies are desirable for 
their youth and childbearing ability, and concurrently disdained for their 
perceived genetic inferiority and potential for moral corruption (Hsia “Imaged” 
57–60).  
 
ASEAN marriage migrants are frequently, if not always, perceived as 
individuals who enter matrimony for ulterior gains, rather than for love. Their 
existence is therefore commodified into mere productive and reproductive 
bodies, which are part of a seemingly abundant and endless supply of female 
‘overflow’ from the global south.  Through the Performance as Research (PaR) 
project A Home on the Island, I propose to interrupt such overflow through the 
affective practices of disruption, disembodiment, dynamization, and distillation.  
As strategies of re-commodifying the bodies of marriage migrants, they 
affectively facilitate the integration of others into the self.  
 
 A Home on the Island: A PaR Project in Applied Theatre  
A Home on the Island is a multi-site PaR project in two parts. Part I, A 
Home on the Island: Bodies, Objects, and Narratives, was conducted on 28 June 
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2015 as a one-day applied theatre workshop at National University of Singapore 
(NUS). Through Boal-inspired theatre games, exercises, image theatre, and scene 
improvisation, workshop participants explored the notion of home and its 
formation in relation to migration and globalization.  
 
Part II, A Home on the Island: The Seal Wife, was a three-day applied 
theatre workshop conducted in Taipei the following year, 20–22 October 2016. 
Focusing on commercialized transnational marriage migration, the second 
workshop examined the structure and internal dynamics of homes created by 
such migration. During the first two days, this was implemented in the form of 
process drama through the narrative framework of the seal wife legend. On the 
third day, playback theatre was implemented to facilitate self-reflections on the 
workshop process.  
 
The islands of Taiwan and Singapore have historically been places where 
cultures intersect and converge. For travellers and explorers, they are 
transitional sites and passageways to larger landmasses. For colonialists, they 
are peripheral but strategic locales in expansionist military and commercial 
projects. Yet for contemporary ASEAN marriage migrants, these islands are 
popular destinations where they seek the permanence of a home. Taiwan and 
Singapore diverge in their geo-political conditions, with one situated in East Asia 
and caught in an openly uneasy relation with China, while the other has become 
an ASEAN mini-superpower. At the same time, both are predominantly 
Sinophone capitalist societies with many affinities in ethnicity, language, and 
cultural values. With their relatively small landmasses, demarcating national 
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boundaries has always been critical in defining the islands’ contemporary 
existence. To cross-reference these islands’ perspectives on ASEAN marriage 
migrants, the PaR project was conducted at both sites with participants from 
both locales.  
 
The 34 participants form three research subject groups: Singapore-based 
theatre practitioners in their early 20s, most of whom were NUS theatre majors; 
Taiwan-based community theatre practitioners either in their late 20s to early 
30s or in their late 40s to early 60s, who had worked with ASEAN marriage 
migrants; and ASEAN marriage migrants who were also members of the 
Taipei-based Nanyang Sisters Theatre (also known as TransAsia Sisters 
Association Taiwan Theatre, or TASAT Theatre). The marriage migrants who 
participated were mostly in their mid to late 30s, and originally from Vietnam, 
Cambodia, and Indonesia. Founded in 2009, the Nanyang Sisters Theatre has 
been at the forefront of promoting the welfare of ASEAN marriage migrants in 
Taiwan by touring performances based on the members’ life experiences. Part I 
of the workshop was conducted in Singapore on the occasion of their first 
international tour, during which they presented the play Happiness, No U-turn?! 
at the Theatre Arts Conference hosted by the Singapore Drama Educators’ 
Association. Part II was conducted in Taipei as part of a class PaR research trip 
attended by NUS applied theatre students. 
 
In the PaR project, the marriage migrants were the primary research 
subject group, while the other two groups were considered secondary in that 
their main function in the project was to accompany the primary research 
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subject group and to serve as points of comparison. Their presence helped 
ensure that the PaR adopted a more equalized position of critical inquiry, which 
was “not above, beyond, or looking over, but next to and with” (Thompson 134). 
Dramatic improvisation, artefacts, voice recordings, written post-workshop 
reflections, photographs, and video recordings were the methods of 
documentation. Between attending to the practical details of running the 
workshop, I reflected in and on the action as organizer, co-facilitator, translator, 
participant, and principal investigator of the project.  
 
Disrupting Affect 
To initiate the affective turn in de-commodifying ASEAN marriage 
migrants, we began by disrupting the affect associated with existing socio-
cultural boundaries present in the workshop. Through Boal-inspired theatre 
games and exercises, we aimed to re-configure the inter-body relationships 
between marriage migrants and other, more privileged, individuals in Taiwan 
and Singapore. 
 
In one particular warm-up exercise, Hung (A) originally came from 
Saigon-Ho Chih Minh, took the lead in setting up rules. Following her 
instructions, the participants worked in pairs and interacted as she instructed. 
She asked them to hug, to kiss, to physically touch their partners. The tangible 
bodily boundaries that indexed intangible ones normatively prescribed by age, 
gender, culture, and social class were simultaneously transgressed. Socially 
underprivileged bodies, such as Hung (A)’s, took command. Distant strangers, 
who met at the workshop for the first time and often had trouble 
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communicating, became intimate collaborators. As an older female Taiwanese 
community practitioner kissed a male Singaporean college student, she broke 
the bounds of propriety typically expected of a female senior in Asian society. 
Stigmatized female bodies, such as those of ASEAN marriage migrants, were 
empowered to desire and be desired in the mad rush to embrace someone each 
time new pairs formed. With the disruption of order and propriety came feelings 
of awkwardness and amusement. Yet these “transgressions,” in the form of body 
movements and gestures, physical touch and facial expressions, also dynamically 
held the different bodies in the same spatio-temporal zone. They kept 
participants face-to-face and next to each other, but always in fluid proximities 
and spatial configurations. 
 
Disembodying Affect 
In order to integrate others into the self, we sought to locate and 
comprehend each other through an affective route. We proceeded by charting in 
concrete terms the temporal and spatial dimensions of the divergent affects 
present in the workshop. This undertaking was necessary to translate embodied 
and highly personal affects into disembodied and accessible affective patterns, 
which were fundamental to our collaborative knowledge production later in the 
workshop.  
 
In Part I, each workshop participant was requested to bring an object 
metonymic of home, linked to a particular time, place, relationship, event, or 
imagining. The goal of the exercise was to make visible the temporal dimension 
of the participants’ affect. The exercise was complemented by another exercise in 
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which the three research subject groups were mingled in four sub-groups. Each 
sub-group created visual maps that documented the paths they had trodden on 
the globe in coloured markers. The exercise was intended to make visible the 
spatial dimension of affect. In Part II, participants kinaesthetically charted in the 
studio space their movement on the globe in relation to time and space. The 
affective patterns that emerged from Part I and Part II were compared and 
contrasted, and further corroborated by participants’ written post-workshop 
reflections and the audio-visual recordings. The marriage migrants travelled 
infrequently, but each move for them was momentous. Reasons for their move 
included attending their own wedding and their mother’s funeral back in the 
home country. In contrast, the Singaporeans travelled frequently and further 
afar, often for leisure and educational reasons. 
 
Dynamizing Affect 
Having disembodied our affect, thereby locating the various cultural 
others in the workshop, we sought to dynamize it. The dynamization process 
involved simultaneously re-embodying, inter-referencing, and interweaving the 
different threads of affect present in the workshop through semi-structured 
dramatic improvisation. Its goal was to transpose the self into the others in order 
to integrate the others into the self. 
 
In Part I, beginning with the objects of home they had shared, each of the 
four sub-groups proceeded to improvise a scene about home. In this process of 
dynamization, a recurring pattern in the circulation of affect began to emerge. 
This was particularly exemplified in one group’s scene, which was based on the 
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certificate of re-instatement, the worn wristwatch, the Lego boat, a shirt, and a 
stuffed turtle toy. The scene was set during the Cold War. Three chairs were 
placed in the middle of the stage, representing a boat that transported refugees 
across the Taiwan Strait. Accompanied by the onomatopoeic rhythm of 
strenuous boat rowing, a couple arrived in Taiwan with a boatman. At customs, 
the husband was detained and handcuffed, accused of espionage for the 
communists. The wife then travelled back and forth across the Taiwan Strait to 
obtain a document that proved her husband’s innocence. He was released, and 
the couple settled down on the island and had a daughter. On her 17th birthday, 
her parents gave her a wristwatch and a shirt. She spurned both presents. 
Through collective improvisation, individual affect was dynamized into, in Lam 
Yun Kuei’s words, a tragic “epic that etche[d] across chronology, geography, 
spaces and themes.”  
 
In Part II, the dynamization of affect took place within the narrative 
structure of the seal wife legend. To examine the internal dynamics of a 
commercialized transnational marriage and the home it creates, the research 
groups again mingled in three sub-groups. Three versions of the seal wife story, 
followed by three wedding scenes, and three possible outcomes after the seal 
wife’s departure were improvised in the form of process drama. The 
dynamization was carefully circumscribed within the metaphoric bounds of the 
legend.  
 
Unlike the pure farce of the improvisations in Part I, the scenes in Part II 
fluctuated between enthusiasm, humour, guardedness, and dread. At times the 
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drastic shifts in affective registry were marked by abrupt moments of silence. 
This was particularly captured in a dramatization in which Ezra Lee, a muscular 
and bespectacled male NUS student, performed the seal wife, and Hung (C), a 
Nanyang Sister, the fisherman. Constant streams of laughter were elicited by 
Lee’s campy transgender performance, in which the seal wife was resuscitated 
by the fisherman from a dehydrated half coma, gave birth to three children, and 
prepared food in her new home’s kitchen. Yet when the children showed their 
mother her long-lost sealskin, the laughter tapered off into uncertain giggles. As 
if in a solemn ritual, she donned her skin. In a slow and trance-like walk, she 
entered the ocean, hollering a chant of the seals to the rhythm of a handheld 
drum. A split second of complete silence fell before the melodramatic quality of 
the performance ushered in another wave of roaring laughter.  
 
The drastic alternations in affective register can be read as indexes of 
critical and cognitive shifts in perspectives and identification. As Yi-wen Phan, an 
NUS theatre major, reflected on her embodiment of the seal wife character in the 
same exercise: 
 
It is fascinating to think through what would her thought process be like as 
she sees her sealskin. What feeling would that be and how she reaches the 
decision of returning to the sea . . . I remembered trying to get into her head 
to understand what she is feeling.  
 
By walking into the skin and the shoes of the seal wife through dynamization, 
Phan was transposed into the reality of the legend. There, she began to 
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experientially and cognitively inter-reference herself with the seal wife, thereby 
producing an embodied and situated knowledge about ASEAN marriage 
migrants.  
 
The knowledge produced through dynamization is reflected in the 
re-emergence of the seal wife in prismatic complexity in the participants’ 
post-workshop reflections. Some re-conceived her as a female subject caught 
between being a “free woman” and a “loving mother.” Her autonomy 
paradoxically came at the cost of relinquishing her closest attachments. Her 
affiliation with the ocean and the island romantically reminded a participant of 
the Chinese folktale of the Weaving-Girl and the Oxherd, who could only meet 
once a year. Yet, several participants saw in the seal wife an everywoman, whose 
struggles, interactions in a foreign land, and reasons for leaving her children 
were universally relevant. Her courage and resilience, which are not attributed 
to her in the original legend, earned the participants’ respect.  
 
Distilling Affect 
To corroborate with facts the results of our dynamization, which were 
largely speculative, and to foreground the types of affect most intensely felt in 
the workshop, we sought to distil the affect by concluding Part II of A Home on 
the Island with playback theatre. The facilitator and the translator were 
stationed downstage right. They invited volunteers to come up one by one to act 
as the storyteller, occupying the seat between them and sharing a story. Four 
actors occupied centre stage. After listening to each story, they began an 
improvisation.  
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The procedure began with rounds of sharing about what might have 
happened after the seal wife returned to the sea. Further rounds on personal 
experiences of searching for something in life followed. These improvisational 
exercises functioned as multiple layers of affective filter, and were intended to 
distil the most direct articulation of the marriage migrants’ affect. Liu, who 
originally came from Ho Chi Minh-Saigon, eventually stepped forward and 
shared her experience of returning to Vietnam after spending more than two 
decades in Taiwan. After her mother passed away, Liu contemplated making 
investments with her siblings and eventually retiring in Vietnam. However, 
disagreements arose between Liu and her siblings over how her plan would be 
carried out, financially and logistically. Through this conflict, she realised she 
was more Taiwanese than Vietnamese despite remaining a perennial Other in 
Taiwan. Her story was of resignation, but also of resilience and hope.  
 
Conclusion 
The PaR project A Home on the Island proposes that in order to begin de-
commodify the bodies of ASEAN marriage migrants, it is to be accomplished 
through the affective route. More specifically, through the affective practices of 
disruption, disembodiment, dynamisation, and distillation, socio-cultural 
boundaries are shifted and reconfigured through the shifting of tangible bodily 
boundaries. As the participants begin to integrate the others into the self through 
affective identification, the seemingly abundant female ‘overflow’ of anonymous 
and nameless ASEAN marriage migrants is interrupted as they came to be 
perceived as individuals capable of affective experiences.
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